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Chapter 1
Introduction

The National School Lunch Program (NSLP), operated by the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), has been providing meals to the Nation's school children since
1946. The School Breakfast Program (SBP) has been in operation since the early 1970s. Over the years,
research has shown that meals offered in both the NSLP and SBP have provided children with the
calories, vitamins, and minerals needed to sustain health and promote normal growth. More recent
research has shown, however, that in comparison to current public health recommendations, school
lunches are high in fat, saturated fat, and sodium, and low in carbohydrate.

Since 1993, when this situation was first identified, FNS has been working on many fronts to enhance the
nutritional quality of meals offered in the NSLP and SBP. As part of this ongoing initiative, FNS
sponsored a demonstration project to evaluate the acceptability and impact of an alternative system for
planning lunch and breakfast menus. This system, known as Nutrient Standard Menu Planning (NSMP),
utilizes computerized nutrient analysis to monitor the nutrient content of meals served to students. Abt
Associates Inc. of Cambridge, Massachusetts was awarded a contract to conduct an independent
evaluation of the three-year demonstration project. This report presents results of that evaluation.

The National School Lunch and School Breakfast Programs

All public and private nonprofit schools are eligible to participate in both the NSLP and the SBP. The
NSLP was established in 1946 "to safeguard the health and well-being of the Nation'’s children and to
encourage the domestic consumption of nutritious agricultural commeodities and other foods."' Today the
NSLP operates in over 94,000 schools and institutions. More than 26 million children receive meals
through the program on any given day; about half of these meals are provided free of charge.

The SBP began as a pilot project in the mid-1960s to support the provision of breakfast to children living
in "poor areas and areas where children [had] to travel a great distance to school."> The SBP was
officially authorized as a permanent program in 1975, and the target population was expanded to include
"all schools where [the program] is needed to provide adequate nutrition for all children in attendance."’
Currently, the SBP operates in approximately two-thirds of the schools and institutions that offer the
NSLP, most commonly in schools that serve large numbers of economically disadvantaged children. On
an average day, roughly seven million children receive breakfast through the SBP. The vast majority of
these meals are provided free of charge.

School Food Authorities (SFAs) participating in the NSLP and SBP receive two types of federal
assistance: donated surplus commodities and cash reimbursements. Entitlement to surplus commodities

1 National School Lunch Act of 1946, P.L. 79-396.
2 Child Nutrition Act of 1996, P.L. 89-642.

3 1975 Amendments to the Child Nutnition Act, P.L. 94-10S.
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is based on an established per-meal flat rate ($0.145 per meal in 1996-97) applied to the number of
reimbursable lunches served the previous year. In addition, SFAs may receive bonus commodities which
do not count against entitlements. Subject to availability, SFAs may request bonus commodities in
amounts that can be used without waste. The type and amount of bonus commodities available varies
from year to year depending on purchasing decisions made by USDA.

Cash reimbursements for NSLP and SBP meals are based on the number of meals served, established
per-meal reimbursement rates, and the poverty level of participating students. SFAs receive a base
payment for each meal served, with substantially higher rates paid for meals served free or at a reduced
price to income-eligible students. Childrens' household size and income determine their eligibility for
free and reduced-price meal benefits.

Nutrition Standards for School Meals

Program regulations require that meals served in the NSLP and SBP meet defined nutrition standards in
order to be eligible for Federal subsidies. Program regulations for the NSLP stipulate that "the nutrients
of the lunch, averaged over a period of time, approximate one-third of the National Academy of Science's
Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDAs) for children in specific age/grade groups.™ To ensure that
these standards are met, program regulations have historically included food-based menu planning
guidelines. These guidelines, originally known as the "Type A meal pattern,” define specific types of
food to be offered as well as minimum acceptable portion sizes {Exhibit 1.1). Although the authorizing
legislation for the SBP did not include a specific RDA goal for breakfast meals, a meal pattern, modeled
after the NSLP meal pattern, was developed to ensure that breakfasts would provide approximately one-
fourth of the RDA (Exhibit 1.2).

QOver the years, research has shown that, with few exceptions, the NSLP has provided students the
opportunity to satisfy one-third of their daily nutritional requirements (Wellisch, J., et al., 1983; St.
Pierre, R., et al., 1992; and Burghardt, J., et al., 1993). Similarly, meals offered in the SBP have
provided, on average, 20-25 percent of the RDAs (St. Pierre, R, et al,, 1992; and Burghardt, J., et al,,
1993).

The most recent nationally representative study of school meals, the School Nutrition Dietary
Assessment Study (SNDA), published in 1993, focused attention on another aspect of nutritional quality
(Burghardt, J., et al., 1993). The SNDA study found that NSLP meals were high in fat, saturated fat, and
sodium, and low in carbohydrate, in comparison to recommendations included in the Dietary Guidelines
Sfor Americans (U.S. Departments of Health and Human Services and Agriculture, 1995) and in the
National Research Council's (NRC) Diet and Health report (National Research Council, 1989). At the
time, programs were not required to meet these guidelines.

In response to the SNDA findings, and as part of the national Healthy People 2000 initiative, USDA
made a commitment to implement the Dietary Guidelines in the NSLP and SBP. The Department
pledged to "increase to at least 90 percent [by the year 2000] the proportion of school lunch and
breakfast services ... that are consistent with the nutrition principles in the Dietary Guidelines for
Americans" (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1991).

4 7CFR245. Pan 210
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Exhibit 1.1

Traditional Meal Pattern Requirements for
the National School Lunch Program'

Meat or meat alternate 1 serving per meal

Lean meat, poultry, or fish 2 oz

Cheese 2 oz.

Large egg(s) I serving

Cooked dry beans or peas 1/2 cup

Peanut butter 4 tbsp.

Peanuts, soy nuts, tree nuts, or seeds 1 oz. = 1/2 the requirement
Vegetables, fruits and/or full-strength juices® 2 or more servings per meal, 3/4 cup

total portion

Bread or bread alternate 1 or more servings per meal/

8 servings per week

Enriched or whole-grain bread 1 slice

Enriched or whole-grain biscuit, muffin, roll or 1 serving
equivalent

Cooked enriched or whole grain rice, macaroni, 1/2 cup
noodles, or other cereal grains such as bulgur or
corn grits

Milk 1 serving per meal

Fluid milk (whole milk and low fat milk must 1/2 pint (8 fluid oz.)

be offered daily)

! Requirements were changed in June 1995 when the School Meals Initiative for Healthy Children was

implemented (see text).
* No more than one-half of the total requirement may be met with full-strength fruit or vegetable juice.
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